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Chapter 1
A Resilient Society for a  
Global Singapore 
Arnoud De Meyer
I was intrigued by the theme of this conference about the 
social futures of Singapore. I believe that Singapore is at a 
tipping point of thinking about its future. This is not 
because it was Singapore’s 50 years of independence last 
year and we are now looking at the next 50 years. It is sim-
ply because Singapore has become a very mature and rich 
society. It probably has to start thinking in a very different 
way about its future.
I had, at other occasions, mentioned my belief that 
Singapore’s resilience will be one of the key requirements 
for it to be successful in its future. In this presentation, 
I will share my views on what it means and takes to be a 
resilient society for a global Singapore. First, I will indicate 
why I believe that resilience is much more important in the 
future than it was in the past. Second, I will discuss what 
resilience is all about. Finally, I will make a few suggestions 
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about how we can make our organisations and our society 
more resilient.
The short- to mid-term future of Singapore may be 
described as moving from being best in class in catching 
up, to taking on leadership in a complex world. Some have 
described this complex world as a “VUCA” world — a 
world characterised by volatility, uncertainty, complexity 
and ambiguity.
First, economic growth, social and political interde-
pendencies are becoming more and more volatile. The 
volatility we have seen in the stock markets is a good exam-
ple of this because it is an indicator of the underlying vola-
tility in economic, social and other relationships. An 
important question in such an environment is about the 
kind of economic policy that Singapore should adopt, 
which is being addressed by the Committee for the Future 
Economy led by Minister Heng Swee Keat. It is very dif-
ficult to answer the question about our economic and 
social future in this volatile world.
There is also a lot more uncertainty in a multipolar and 
technologically fast evolving world. Consider this very con-
crete question — will your job still exist in 10 or 20 years 
from now?
I recently discussed with someone from the Ministry of 
Manpower who is looking at manpower requirements in 
the future. Could we have predicted in 2005 that we 
would have app (applications) developers? It was not pos-
sible because the job of an app developer was only invented 
in 2007 when we had our first iPhone. Before that, the 
concept of an app developer did not even exist. Did we 
plan for Uber drivers? Did we plan for Airbnb caretakers? 
We just do not know where the world is going.
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A study on the future of employment was carried out at 
Oxford in 2013 looking at the probability that computeri-
sation will lead to job losses within the next two decades. 
The results indicated that accountants and auditors have a 
chance of 95% of disappearing or replaced by computers. 
And retail salespersons have a 90% chance of disappearing. 
The good news is that recreational therapists, dentists, ath-
letic trainers and clergy are relatively stable jobs and good 
job choices. The point I want to make is that there is a lot 
of uncertainty about what our jobs will be in the future.
There are also more complex relationships between 
cause and effect. In other words, problems have become a 
lot more complex. Some of you may have read about our 
limited capability to predict the effects of global warming.
Furthermore, there are many situations, problems and 
relationships that are open to many different interpreta-
tions. For example, what do you think about the Rohingya’s? 
Are they really refugees? Is the issue about religious ten-
sion? Why are they stateless? It is a very ambiguous problem 
and many people have different explanations. Or consider 
another example — who is responsible for the haze situa-
tion? A few months ago, I was reading about the haze and 
discovered at least seven different theories about it. In other 
words, there are many situations, problems and relation-
ships that are open to many different interpretations.
There are a few other points about the VUCA world. 
First, global interdependencies make it less easy to isolate 
oneself from the rest of the world. Many of us are aware of 
the “butterfly effect” in chaos theory — the idea that a 
butterfly flapping its wings in the Amazon can lead to a 
tornado in another part of the world. It seems that these 
non-linear and unpredictable effects exist not only in the 
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physical world but also in social areas. For example, a 
 number of smaller events in a particular part of the world, 
that is, in Syria, have led to a wave of enormous problems 
related to refugees throughout Europe, and the world.
Second, there is increased income inequality in the 
world and this leads to a sense of unfairness and a loss of 
trust in the leadership.
Third, global warming seemingly leads to more unsta-
ble weather patterns and natural disasters.
Fourth, there are new forms of political violence and 
terrorism that are emerging. I do not think that we actually 
predicted that we would have something like ISIS. We 
were already used to Al-Qaeda but ISIS is a very different 
phenomenon and it shows that there is a new form of 
political violence.
Finally, we have seen the growth of the parallel virtual 
world, which raises the question of where do we really live 
and operate. 
Given this global environment, there is good news for 
Singapore. Geert Hofstede, who is one of those manage-
ment gurus in culture and management from the previous 
century, has, together with his collaborators, developed 
six dimensions to describe culture of an organisation in 
a management context, and to some extent of a country. 
The six dimensions are power distance, individualism, 
masculinity, uncertainty avoidance, long-term orienta-
tion, and indulgence. Interestingly, Singapore is actually 
very good in dealing with uncertainty and it is one of the 
countries in the world with lowest scores on the dimen-
sion of uncertainty avoidance. But do we really like to 
embrace uncertainty here in Singapore? If we have the 
choice between a certain option and an option with a lot 
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of uncertainty, do we go for the uncertain option because 
we love uncertainty?
Perhaps there is no uncertainty in Singapore. At least 
from my perspective, we have an infrastructure where eve-
rything works, and the government takes care of people 
from cradle to grave. Personally, I think the good news is 
not that we are very good at handling uncertainty, but that 
we are actually living in an environment where there is 
almost no uncertainty, which makes life easy.
But does that mean that we are ready for the VUCA 
future? While we have been a very resilient society until 
now, there is a need to develop even more resilience for 
Singaporeans at the individual, organisational and societal 
levels.
Resilience is the capacity of an individual or an organi-
sation to withstand or recover (and even to grow) from 
significant shocks or gradual and long drawn challenges 
that threaten your stability or viability. Resilience can also 
be defined as the system’s ability to mitigate and with-
stand disturbances and bounce back afterwards, while 
continuing to function. I think this second definition 
brings two additional elements. Resilience is not only 
about the organisation or the individual but it is also the 
system in which we operate. And what it also says is that I 
can mitigate and withstand disturbances while I continue 
to function. This is one of the things that I remember 
from the time that we had this major terrorist attack in 
France. It was a big shock to the country. You have to 
handle that big shock and, at the same time, you have to 
keep operating Paris as a tourist city and as a city where 
the people feel relatively safe. You have to continue to 
function. 
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For organisations, it is important to focus on the 
strength of the organisation and be convinced that the 
organisation can effectively change. It is also important to 
avoid group think and “think-traps” such as tunnel vision, 
jumping to conclusions, failing to keep perspective and 
clarity in vision, and playing blame games. It is important 
to understand the reality and the complexity of the organi-
sation and then apply mindfulness. Mindfulness is about 
(1) intention which is knowing why we pay attention to 
something, (2) attention which is attending to our experi-
ences right here and now, and (3) attitude which is being 
curious an open-hearted when we pay attention.
At the societal level, there are seven important factors 
to become resilient.
First, it is important to focus on diversity, redundance 
and inclusiveness to provide a wide range of responses so 
that failure becomes less likely. On the other hand, extrac-
tive institutions, where all power is concentrated in a few 
people or a few institutions like you typically would find in 
dictatorships, usually reduce the resilience of society.
Second, we need to have modularity and redundancy 
where individual units retain some self-sufficiency so that 
when some things go down, they can actually keep on 
operating.
Third, we need reserves in the system to help weather 
disturbances. There is a very interesting study by a psychia-
trist in Japan of the effects of Fukushima and seeing which 
society or which community functioned better after the 
disaster in Fukushima and was able to recover quickly at 
the level of society. He noted that it was the mental reserves 
of these communities, and not the physical reserves, that 
were important. That is why he called for more investment 
in public mental health.
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Fourth, we need social capital which is about strength 
of relationships, trust and quality of leadership. There are 
some interesting examples of the role of social enterprises 
in South Korea where they were able to build up more 
resilience in the South Korean society especially under the 
pressure of very high level of graduate underemployment.
Fifth is agency which is about investing in communities 
that can make choices and enact them. This means power 
should not be hoarded at the top of the country but dis-
tributed throughout the country, and with the right checks 
and balances.
Sixth, we need tight feedbacks, which is about enabling 
quick responses so that consequences of actions will then 
become immediately apparent.
The seventh factor is innovation, which is about gener-
ating novel responses to changing conditions.
Finally, I would add that education can play a very 
important role in enhancing resilience through creating a 
learning environment for “learn to learn”, diversity and 
choice, and inserting VUCA into the educational pathways.
Thank you very much.
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